THE  GATHERING  STORM             89

raising of a mistress to the status of a queen, the
refusal to make a political bargain out of the
enterprise, and the spectacle of a defenceless
woman at the mercy of powerful enemies, which
was only likely to stir up pity, changed what
might have been a popular scheme into one that
was regarded as in every sense a violation of
decency.

Almost at the same moment as this secret con-
clave in London another earthquake shook the
Continent.    A large army of mercenaries - for
which Charles V was nominally responsible - had
taken it into its head to avenge the empire against
the Pope for his alliance with France.    Charles
was unaware of its movements, though he knew
that he was ultimately responsible for its daring
actions.   Driven mad by hunger, and the chance
of loot in the richest city in Europe, it marched,
under the leadership of Bourbon, upon Rome*
The city was stormed, and the Pope himself taken
prisoner.    The Legatine Court had met three
times without coming to any conclusion, and the
general feeling was that the matter would be
dropped  in  favour  of greater  issues   abroad.
Somehow news of the secret conclave had reached
Catherine's ears, probably through the agency of
her nephew, Charles's ambassador in London,
and by far the best thing that the King could
have done would have been to drop it tempor-
arily ; but Anne Boleyn had stoked his passions,
and  his  diseased  body  was   already growing